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TOWN OF LASALLE A    . 

Location ILL / 

The city of LaSalle, platted in 1836, is situated in the middle and western part of LaSalle -^ LnW- 
County, Illinois, atop a bluff that runs along the Illinois and Michigan Canal.  Approximately      / _ 
100 miles southwest of Chicago, the town is bounded by Interstate 80 on the north and the 
canal on the south.  The Little Vermillion River forms the eastern boundary and the 
neighboring city of Peru, immediately west of LaSalle, establishes a shared corporate limit. 

LaSalle was laid out by the Canal Commissioners as the western terminus of the Illinois and 
Michigan Canal at a point that overlooks the Little Vermiilion River on the east and the canal 
itself on the south.  Although early settlers originally perceived the grassy prairie land around 
the town to be unproductive, it quickly proved to be not only fertile, but rich in natural 
resources.  Of these resources, the large deposits of bituminous coal proved to be especially 
lucrative.  The abundance of this low-grade coal attracted various industries to the area 
during the 1850s, including the zinc manufacturers who required this fuel ore. 

PART I. HISTORICAL INFORMATION 

Settlement: 

The 1827 federal land grant to the state of Illinois for construction of the Illinois and 
Michigan Canal encouraged land speculation and settlement along the proposed canal corridor. 
Alternating sections of land five miles wide situated adjacent to the waterway were to be sold 
by the state to finance the canal's construction. The first settlers to LaSalle came from the 
Northeast;   farmers were attracted to the region by the fertile soil.  One of the earliest arrivals 
was Samuel Lapsley from Pennsylvania.  In 1830 he established a farm where the town now 
sits, and he erected a sawmill on the Little Vermillion. When canal construction commenced, 
Lapsley lost the mill and all the improvements located on state-owned land. 

Aaron Gunn, another early farmer, came from Montague, Massachusetts, in 1831.  The house 
he built in 1849 (1212 Linden Street) is outside of the survey area, but is worthy of further 
investigation as one of the few pre-1850 residences in LaSalle. Gunn was regarded as a 
community leader for many years and his later life was devoted to religious pursuits, as he 
was an instrumental figure in the organization of the First Baptist Church in 1839. 

As plans for building the canal solidified in the 1830s, land speculators were attracted to 
LaSalle. Dixwell Lathrop, an agent for the Rockwell Land Company of Norwich, 
Connecticut, purchased land from the state near the proposed crossing of the Illinois Central 
Railroad and the Illinois River in 1835.  He believed this would become the most valuable 
property in the area, as it was the likely spot for the Canal Commissioners to lay out the town. 
Rockwell was thus established and the Rockwell Colony, a group of about 200 people from 
Norwich, arrived in 1838.  Lathrop misjudged the location of the canal terminus, however, 
and the commissioners laid out the town of LaSalle below that of Rockwell.  A malaria 
epidemic of 1838 weakened the presence and population of this tiny community, whose exact 
location remains unknown, and it was subsequently absorbed by LaSalle.  Today, the only 
remnant of this settlement is the ruinous Rockwell Cemetery located on the east side of the 
Little Vermillion River.  Further research on this early community — to determine its 
whereabouts and architectural influence -- is recommended. 

LaSalle was laid out on section 15 of state-owned canal property in 1837, a year after it was 
decided that it, not Peru to the west, would be the Illinois and Michigan Canal terminus.  The 
Town of LaSalle was originally platted and recorded on June 18, 1838.  The original town was 
bounded by First Street (south), Ninth Street (north), Chartres Street (west) and Sterling Street 
(east). Jno. B. Preston was the surveyor; William J. Thornton and Jacob Fry appear as 
representatives of the Illinois and Michigan Canal Commission. This area comprises 
approximately half of the town as it exists today.  Prior to recording the LaSalle plat, the 
Adams Addition to the town was recorded on February 10, 1838.  John McFadden surveyed 
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the southwest fractional quarter of Section 14 of Township 33, which lies east of Sterling 
Street.  James Adams was the proprietor of this property. 

Two later parcels of land were platted in LaSalle during the early 1840s. Lapsley's Addition, 
situated directly north of Adam's Addition at the northwest quarter of Section 14, Township 
33, was recorded on December 15, 1841, by George H. Norris, LaSalle County Surveyor; on 
June 14, 1842, Edward B. Talcott surveyed the area between First Street and the canal, as well 
as between Creve Coeur Street on the east and Joliet Street on the west. 

Streets on a north-south axis were named after the great personages who traversed this 
juncture between the Mississippi River and Lake Michigan during the last quarter of the 
eighteenth century — Jesuit missionary Father Marquette, explorers Louis Joliet, Henri Tonti 
and Father Hennepin, as well as Creve Coeur, the fort erected by Sieur de la Salle on the 
Mississippi, named "heart break" for his repeated disappointments associated with the 
territory.  North of Canal Street, the east-west thoroughfares are numerically named, with 
First (or Main) and Second Streets comprising the transverse core of LaSalle's downtown; the 
survey area covers the blocks between Bucklin Street on the west and Crosat Street on the 
east. 

Construction of the canal began in 1836 and to alleviate the labor shortage, the Illinois and 
Michigan Canal Commission advertised in the eastern states and Canada. Irish and other 
immigrants responded quickly to the promise of high wages of $20 to $26 per month. This 
call for workers resulted in LaSalle's first population influx.  By 1838 the town's Irish, French 
Canadian and German residents had risen to 2,000. Many of these canal laborers lived in 
crude makeshift cabins along the bluff that would become Main Street. 

As the state of Illinois continued to experience financial problems, which culminated in the 
1837 financial panic and a temporary halt on canal building, scrip was issued to contractors 
and laborers by the Canal Board.  Inability to cash the canal scrip for its full value translated 
into a reduction of real wages. An estimated 80 percent of the canal laborers abandoned 
LaSalle along with the canal, although many of those who remained — predominantly Irish -- 
turned to farming when the state agreed to recognize the scrip as payment for state land.  The 
Irish thus established themselves as a major cultural force in the community. 

The development of religious groups in LaSalle paralleled the community's ethnic settlement. 
The Church of the Holy Cross was founded in 1838 as a mission "to reclaim the (Irish) canal 
workers from evil ways" (History of LaSalle County, p.290); by 1842 thirty-eight priests were 
based here.  The congregation's long-vanished log structure was built on land donated by the I 
& M Canal Commission and was the first Catholic church between Chicago and St. Louis.  Its 
successor, St. Patrick's Church (1846-51), is a stunning limestone Classical Revival structure 
on the northeast corner of Fourth and Marquette Streets.  The adjacent brick rectory is a good 
example of Colonial Revival architecture, but has recently been altered. (A c. 1960 school 
located opposite the church completes the complex.) 

The Baptist Church, founded in 1839, is the oldest Protestant congregation in LaSalle; its first 
building was located at Fifth and Marquette Streets.  A schism arose among the Baptists in 
1850, with the present congregation re-establishing itself two years later.  The 1856 church 
was destroyed by fire and replaced in 1865.  (This brick building was remodeled with a 
Romanesque Revival facade and tower in 1910; it was the only religious structure within the 
HABS/HAER survey boundaries.) 

Canal construction resumed in 1845 and the active recruitment of laborers was renewed. 
Once again, Irish immigrants dominated this new workforce.  Up through the 1860s, a large 
number of laborers and transients resided in boarding houses, such as the Rock Island House, 
American House, Hardy House and American Hotel, or they lived in multi-family tenements, 
none of which was identified in this survey.  After the canal finally opened in 1848 and the 
majority of these laborers left the area, LaSalle's population fell off sharply again—to about 
200 in 1850.  Individual houses were built sporadically among commercial and religious 
buildings throughout the town except for the four central blocks of First Street.  By 1850 there 
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were twenty-five single-family houses situated below Fifth Street, the earliest platted area of 
town. 

LaSalle was officially incorporated in 1851 and with it began a decade of development.  The 
town became a center for the manufacture of raw industrial materials, and a permanent 
population developed quickly thereafter. The Illinois Central and the Chicago, Rock Island 
and Pacific Railroads facilitated this rapid development, reflected in a population rise to 
3,500 by 1855, when the residential section of town was composed of an unprecedented 800 
houses. 

Reflecting this surge in population, educational and religious institutions became established. 
The movement toward establishment of public schools in LaSalle began in 1856 and, the 
following year, the LaSalle Public Elementary School System was created.  Prior to this, 
education had been the domain of religious and private non-denominational schools. 
Probably the earliest class was held in the Baptist church building at Fifth and Marquette 
Streets.  Mr. Powell's school, opened in 1853, was located in a two-story building at Fifth and 
Gooding Streets.  St. Vincent's School for Girls was established in 1854 in a two-story brick 
house on Second Street near Chartres Street.  This structure probably remains -- in an altered 
condition — on the north side of Second Street. The school moved the following year to a 
stone house at Fourth and Gooding Streets.  The LaSalle Public Elementary School System 
rented and purchased a number of earlier private school buildings after its establishment in 
1857. 

The city had been accessible by rail and canal at mid-century, but when the Illinois Central 
built its bridge over the Illinois River at LaSalle in 1854, it established the lucrative railway 
hub that would ignite the city's mercantile and residential development and divert it forever 
from its neighboring Peru. 

Ironically, laying the railroad so closely on the heels of completion of the canal in 1848 
foreshadowed the shortlived productivity of a water-trans port system.  Also, the railroads 
were improved on a regular basis, while the canal was not.  From the canal's beginning in 1848 
until December 15,1915, $6.6 million were generated in tolls against $5.4 million expended for 
maintenance, repairs and operations.  An early twentieth-century analysis determined that 
while the canal "has not proven to be the great source of revenue that it was hoped it might 
be, it must be regarded as having proved on the whole a good investment for the people of the 
State of Illinois" (p. 140). 

Growth and refinement of LaSalle's social, cultural and economic resources were still strong 
during the latter decades of the nineteenth century, however.  Platted additions to LaSalle 
would add the land between Ninth Street and 24th/27th Streets to the north, which are not 
organized on a strict grid system as is the earliest-platted land.  Actual building occurred at a 
much slower pace than the addition of surveyed land, and lots from even the initial town plat 
were being developed during the twentieth century. The continuous arrival of immigrants 
prompted the creation of new churches, as well. The Germans founded St. Joseph's Catholic 
Church in 1871, worshipping in a frame building until the current brick structure was erected 
in 1905.  LaSalle's Polish immigrants first attended St. Joseph's, but established St. Hyacinth's 
parish in 1875.  The congregation's brick church was constructed in 1891-92 at Tenth and 
Tonti Streets.  St. Roch's Church was established by Slovenian Catholics who first arrived in 
LaSalle in 1895.  In 1925 the Temple B'Nai Moshe was built, although a rabbi had served the 
town since about 1900, and area Italians founded the Holy Rosary Catholic parish. 

In 1895 the LaSalle-Peru Township High School Board of Education was created when the 
School District No. 120 was organized under the township high school system of Illinois.  A 
three-story brick building known as the "Old Main" was erected at the northeast corner of 
Fifth and Chartres Streets in 1897.  Although this original building no longer exists, significant 
structures constructed during early twentieth-century expansion of the school remain. 

Residential development was represented in the survey by a few exemplary cottage and 
bungalow styles of architecture, as well as earlier gable-front and square-plan residences, 
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situated north of Second Street and on the cross streets.  Approximately six residences, which 
date from prior to 1888 through the 1920s, are located on First Street at the eastern periphery 
of the survey district, an area of town that never fully developed. 

After the turn of the century, LaSalle's municipal bodies constructed for themselves several 
distinctive and suitably formal structures — these represent most of the high-style buildings 
in the city.  The LaSalle City Hall, U. S. Post Office and Public Library are closely grouped 
within a two-block area on Marquette and Joliet Streets above Second Street.  The City Hall, 
which also houses the fire station, is the only structure in LaSalle listed on the National 
Register of Historic Places.  A dramatic, three-story brick example of neoclassical French 
eclecticism, this building was designed by Victor Andre Matteson — architect of the library, 
St. Mary's Hospital (demolished), and numerous schools in the area.  City Hall was erected in 
1906 by M. W. Allen and Sons of Peoria and J. M. Dougherty of Ottawa on the site of the 
original brick, gable-front city hall, which was razed to accommodate the new building. 

The LaSalle Public Library, built in 1907 on a design by Matteson, was funded by a $25,000 
grant from Andrew Carnegie. It was the city's fourth library site, but the first building 
constructed specifically for that use. It is an excellent example of Georgian Revival styling. 

Although LaSalle's first post office was established in 1837 on the south side of Main (First) 
Street between Marquette and Gooding Streets, and later moved to the north side of Main 
Street between Gooding and Wright Streets, it did not occupy a significant building until the 
twentieth century.   Between 1900 and 1916, it was housed in Turner Hall at Second and 
Gooding Streets, which burned down about 1920.   The present post office was designed by 
Charles W. Glendele Co. of Chicago and was constructed in 1915-16.  It is one of the foremost 
examples of grandiose neoclassical architecture in LaSalle. 

Table 3-1 

POPULATION CHANGES 

Citv of LaSalle 

Year Pooulation 

1850 200 

1860 3993 

1870 5200 

1880 7847 

1890 9855 

1900 10,446 

1910 11,537 

1920 13,050 
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Table 3- -1 Continued 

Year Population 

1930 13,149 

1940 12,812 

1950 12,083 

1960 11,897 

Industry: 

The construction of the western section of the canal from LaSalle to Marseilles commencing in 
1836-7 gave rise to the development of several frame buildings located along the bottom lands 
of LaSalle.  Sawmills on the Little Vermillion provided builders with lumber.   Over the next 
two decades such small-scale industries as blacksmlthing, whisky-making, and flour milling 
dotted LaSalle's landscape. 

Because Peru rather than LaSalle had finally been chosen as the terminus of the canal, the 
opening of the I&M in 1848 did not spark any expansion of industry within the town of 
LaSalle.  However, with the completion of the Chicago, Rock Island and Pacific Railroad in 
1853 and the laying of the Illinois Central Railroad through LaSalle in 1855 the town suddenly 
found itself a center of rail and canal transportation. Significantly, the same year that the 
Illinois Central began its operations, the LaSalle Shaft, located at Canal and Union streets, was 
sunk.  It was the first coal mine shaft in the area.  Spurred by the new transportation systems 
the bituminous coal industry in and around LaSalle rapidly grew. 

Just as the coal mining industry was greatly expanding in the late 1850s two German 
immigrants, Frederick W. Matthiessen and Edward C. Hegeler, opened a small zinc-smelting 
operation on the east side of LaSalle.  Within two decades zinc production comprised 
LaSalle-Peru's most lucrative industry.  In fact LaSalle, with its numerous smelters along the 
Little Vermillion and Illinois rivers, soon became known as "Zinc City." 

Matthiessen's and Hegeler's zinc operation boomed in the post Civil War years as did the coal 
mining industry.  The population of LaSalle grew from around 200 people in 1850 to about 
5,200 in 1870.  Between 1870 and 1900 a number of new industrial enterprises were 
introduced to LaSalle, several by Matthiessen and Hegeler.  New or expanded industries 
included a brick works, a window glass works (operated by Hegeler), a bottle factory, a 
carriage and buggy factory, and a brewery.  Among the most important new manufacturing 
concerns was that of the Western Clock Company organized out of the defunct United Clock 
Company in the early 1890s by F. W. Matthiessen.  Westclox, as it was soon called, was located 
just to the west of LaSalle in Peru. 

Naturally all of the new enterprises were located close to, or along, established transportation 
lines.  The city's industrialized areas formed something of an "L" shape, extending west to east 
about one-half mile along the Illinois River and the I & M's steamboat basin, then linking up 
with the Illinois Central Railroad, and finally running north for about one-half mile to the 
Matthiessen and Hegeler zinc works.  Warehouses along the CRI & P, the adjacent Chicago, 
Burlington & Quincy, and the Illinois Central bustled with activity. The city, situated on the 
bluff above the river, was linked to the industrialized bottom land via First Street which, in 
the vicinity of Bucklin Street, descended steeply down to the rail yards. 

In addition to its zinc and coal production, LaSalle, along with nearby Oglesby, became an 
important center for the manufacture of Portland cement.  At about the turn of the century J. 
Eliefs brewery, in operation near the Little Vermillion since about the 1870s, was superseded 
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by the German-American Portland Cement Company.  German-American produced its 
brand-name "Owl Cement" and quickly found a national market. 

Although the I & M Canal had been in steady decline since the 1880s it continued to operate 
in LaSalle through the 1920s.  Modest quantities of coal and grain were shipped along the I & 
M during its last few years of existence.  It was the railroads, however, that formed the city's 
major transportation arteries.  One lifelong resident of LaSalle described the area's rail yards 
of the 1920s and 1930s as a "beehive of activity" (Walter Menning, interview, August, 1985). 
Gradually, though, the advent of the automobile and truck eroded the importance of railroad. 

The depression of the 1930s stymied any further industrial development in LaSalle.   During 
the Second World War there was some renewed activity, particularly at Westclox and in the 
electronics industry, but the city never again enjoyed the prosperity it had reached in the 
1910s and 1920s.  The last of the deep shaft coal mines were closed in the 1950s.  By the 1960s 
all of the area's zinc works including the large M & H operation had ceased operation. Foster 
Grant, a plastics manufacturer, and Carus Chemical Company superseded LaSalle's and Peru's 
zinc works.  In fact, by 1986 the only major historic industry still in operation was the 
Portland cement works along the Little Vermillion. 

Commercial Development: 

The survey area is composed of the earliest commercial sector, which runs parallel to the canal 
along the bluff. Here, in 1838, the first land that faced "Main Street" was sold for $400 to 
$600 a lot, expensive compared to the $100 or so paid for land elsewhere in the city. 
Commercial growth was scant during this early settlement period.  Contractor Philo Lindley 
opened a general merchandise store, the first within the city limits, to serve other canal 
laborers. He was followed shortly by the similar enterprises of William Byrne and Isaac 
Hardy. 

It was not until the mid-18405 that legislation was passed to rescue the canal project, which 
allowed the city of LaSalle and its downtown core to grow and prosper unhampered up to the 
turn of the century.   During this era, "Main Street...was beginning to be graced with some 
commodious stores for the first time" (History of LaSalle Co. [1886] p.743). 

Commercial development was led by the construction of stores and related businesses on the 
south side of Main Street overlooking the canal, with the oldest blocks located between Wright 
and Joliet Streets.  Benjamin F. DeMerritt's boot and shoe store opened in 1851, "occupying the 
first and for sometime the only building on the north side of First Street between Gooding 
and Marquette (Streets)" (Ibid.).  Three years later, he built and occupied the first store on the 
block east of this, between Marquette and Joliet Streets.  A later venture of Isaac Hardy, the 
Hardy House Hotel, and the massive hotel erected by Francis Harrison, of the same name, 
were two of the earliest lodging facilities in the city, constructed between 1848 and 1853. 
Charles Diesterweg, a German boot and shoe merchant, built his two-story brick store in 1863, 
followed by Henry Grauer, who became the longest resident barber in LaSalle. Similarly, A. 
G. Haage operated a saloon elsewhere in the city during the early years of the decade, but 
located his wholesale liquor business on Main Street about 1869. 

In 1867 Henry Grauer built for his barber shop the standard 20' x 100* store at 633 First 
Street.  The building still stands, although it is now totally obscured by the aluminum Purity 
Drug facade.  His is one of the few buildings for which a firm construction date exists. The 
absence of addresses to accompany accounts of the earliest LaSalle merchants renders it 
impossible to date all but a handful of downtown buildings, although based on an analysis of 
construction methods and materials, such as random limestone walls versus coursed brick, 
some speculation can be made.  The Sanborn maps of 1888 provide a date by which most of 
the downtown buildings had been erected.  The earliest commercial buildings were 
gable-front and frame, set along muddy streets; the first plank sidewalks were constructed 
along First Street.  During the 1860s, it was here, too, that the first uniformly two- and 
three-story brick storefronts appeared.  These were constructed of uncoursed limestone rubble 



TOWN OF LASALLE 
HABSNo. IL-313 
(page 7) 

walls and faced with red brick.  Round- or segmental-topped windows with rusticated stone 
sills articulated a two- to four-bay facade that was highlighted by brick beltcoursing, dentil 
molding and corbelling. Storefronts occupied the first story, typically with one main entry 
and a second door that led to the upper stories. Display plate-glass windows held in place 
with iron supports were framed with clerestory transom windows and metal kick plates; 
canvas awnings over each window were unrolled to shade displayed goods. 

This building type is exemplified by some extant commercial structures that have been only 
partially altered, although most of LaSalle's finest buildings have been lost to refacing with 
brick or aluminum panels during the early and mid-twentieth century, respectively.  Duffy's 
Cigar and Tobacco Store at 541 First Street has the city's finest complete facade, composed of 
ten bays on the upper stories with separate storefronts.  John Kable's restaurant formerly 
occupied the middle three bays, which feature an asymmetrical entry and tiled walls.  The 
upper two stories of the building feature two-over-two-light segmental-arched windows with 
stone sills and beltcourses.  A corbelled brick cornice tops the building.  A similarly intact 
storefront is found at 1021 First Street, the site of John Cumming's grocery store for over sixty 
years.  In many cases, just the storefronts have been altered and the upper part of the facade 
preserved. Such is the case with the Woodworks and Illinois Valley Refrigeration buildings, 
which are located next to each other on the east corner of the 800 block of First Street.  Here, 
the blind arcades with inset windows, Romanesque-arch motif banding and generous 
incorporation of brick detailing are completely intact and probably date to about 1870. 

The core of the earliest business district spanned First Street between Wright and Joliet 
Streets.  Development north of First Street was scattered and any commercial development 
beyond Second Street was scarce; some early commercial enterprises along Gooding Street still 
exist today, but they originally mingled with dwellings, lumber yards and religious buildings. 
Saloons, groceries and boarding houses were the three most numerous types of businesses 
conducted in LaSalle up to the turn of the century, as well as dry goods, drug, meat market 
and confectionery concerns.  Saloons or, in the early years, "sample rooms" that offered a 
variety of liquors as well as tobacco and food, have always remained a pre-eminent business 
in LaSalle. Alex McPhedran's Sample Room, for instance, advertised a "billiard hall and 
restaurant,...choice wines, liquors and cigars always on hand... Oysters served in every season" 
(1885 City Directory, advertisement). 

The block between Marquette and Joliet Streets is one of the best preserved in the survey area 
and LaSalle. The canal boat basin was located at the foot of Marquette Street, so this 
thoroughfare was established as a secondary spine of activity and development in LaSalle up 
through the turn of the century.  Zimmerman's Opera House, a formidable building over four 
stories high with a cupola, occupied the southeast corner of First and Marquette Streets.  Next 
door, a pair of two-story Queen Anne-style buildings that are still intact at 716-18 First Street 
are unique examples of this predominantly residential style, replete with an oriel, dormers, 
shingled Mansard roof and pressed-metal ornamental motifs. 

On the north side of First Street two massive Italianate buildings anchor each end of the block 
and represent the highly decorative and formal styling of numerous downtown buildings that 
date from the 1870s through the turn of the century. George Orsinger's bakery and restaurant 
at 757 First Street is a two-story, four-bay building featuring round-arched windows with 
ornate metal hoods that offset the high, projecting metal cornice with paired brackets and 
modiilions.  It, unlike Blakely's at the opposite end of the block, retains its stylistic detailing. 
Blakely's and the LaSalle National Bank Building on the northwest corner of Marquette and 
First Streets have been greatly altered: the former simply stripped of its ornamentation, the 
latter reduced to two stories and encased in a contemporary tiled shell.  Two other buildings 
on the north side of the 700 block represent the Italianate styling of this era, but on a more 
modest scale.  The eastern building of the two that today comprise Wobrock's and the adjacent 
Waterbeds Unlimited building are both two-story brick facades.  They feature tall rectangular 
window openings topped with segmental hoods, above which are recessed panels that contain 
dentil molding; the storefronts on both buildings, however, have been much altered. 

The 1890s witnessed LaSalle's final spurt of commercial growth before the twentieth century, 
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and only a few buildings that date from this decade remain.  In 1895, brick storefronts lined 
both sides of First Street from Wright to Hennepin Streets.   Farther east and west of these 
blocks, commercial buildings were sprinkled among undeveloped land and private homes. 
The buildings on First Street between Wright and Marquette Streets all had grand three-story 
facades, while the balance of this strip was predominantly two stories high.  At this time the 
cross streets of Gooding and Marquette Streets were also fully developed with mercantile 
buildings, although the land north, east and west of this was largely residential. 

The 1890s era of building in LaSalle is epitomized by the Merchant's Block series of stores and 
offices located on the east side of Marquette Street between First and Second Streets.  This 
block-long development, erected c. 1891, features turreted corners, stepped pediments and 
canted oriel bays.  The schematic combination of brickwork and pressed metal was 
complemented by a similar block constructed across the street at about the same time.  Similar 
facade treatment was given to the first building situated across the alley that runs through this 
block — including a turret and stepped pediment roofline — to create a planned and cohesive 
commercial unit.  All but the Merchant's Block segment has been razed.  The last hotel built 
in LaSalle, the Vendome (ca. 1892-98) at 540 First Street, is stylistically similar, with its 
molded brick arches and arcade motif, as well as molded cornice detailing and metal 
grillwork. 

The last significant commercial spurt witnessed by LaSalle occurred during the first quarter of 
the twentieth century, and it was linked to development of the state highway system.  In 1911, 
only 10 percent of Illinois roads were of a permanent nature.  State aid for road construction 
was allotted in 1914, but it was not until 1919, and shortly thereafter, that federal funding was 
dramatically increased and ample roads were built county wide.  About 95,000 passenger cars 
were registered in Illinois in 1913; this increased to about 400,000 in 1918 and to over 1 million 
by 1925. The popularity of the touring vehicle created a demand for repair, gasoline and 
service facilities, a building type that flourished in LaSalle at this time. Garages sprang up on 
the eastern and western peripheries of LaSalle.  The Central Garage (c. 1900-06) at 451 First 
Street is a large two-story, steel-supported brick building with a handsomely articulated 
facade highlighted by a Tudor-arch entryway.  Remnants of the rear auto ramp, on which 
cars reached the upper story, are still intact. A one-story brick building with a center arch 
and flanking windows, also a former garage (c. 1906-10), across the street at       No. 444, is in 
equally good condition.  Several brick garages also appeared in the eastern edge of the survey 
area -- the 900-1000 block of First Street — during the 1920s.  These are plain one-story 
service buildings embellished only with simple brick coursing, with multiple entries for 
people and automobiles, as exemplified by the "30-car" Reinke Motor Sales Building (1926) on 
the corner of First and Hennepin Streets. 

A number of filling stations that provided only gasoline and oil — as opposed to full-service 
garages — were established on First, Second and Third Streets.  Feeney's (1926-28), at the 
corner of Tonti and First Streets, is a very good stuccoed example of the hipped-roof house 
type with extended shed; Deach's Garage (1921), at the intersection of Third and Joliet Streets, 
is an exceptionally grand version of this form, but with a diagonal shed porch, flat roof and 
terra cotta detailing.  Starved Rock Gas and Oil Co. (ca. 1925) at Second and Bucklin Streets, 
and Volpe's (1936) on Joliet Street between First and Second Streets, however, exemplify the 
romantic cottage form; both filling-station models are typical of those built during the 
1920-30s.  None of these facilities is far from the main thoroughfares: Canal Street, which ran 
along the water to Peru; First Street, the commercial core; Marquette Street, a major road unto 
itself and the primary access to Fifth Street/Route 6, which was the cross-country precursor 
to the interstate highway system. 

Several large buildings were erected to house established commercial enterprises, although a 
variation in the form suggests that function had an influence on design.  The Herrcke family, 
whose hardware concern was established in the mid-nineteenth century, in 1925 erected a new 
store at 443 First Street, where today it remains completely unchanged, inside and out.  This 
massive brick building featuring a stepped pediment was constructed using hefty I-beams, 
should the family have decided to add a third level or use the space as a garage.  The LaSalle 
State Bank, founded in 1880 and housed in a frame building on the southwest corner of First 
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and Marquette Streets, in 1925 erected LaSalle's most classically styled structure on the same 
site; unaltered today, this Doric temple-front building represents a design scheme common to 
financial institutions.  The now-Turk Furniture retail store and warehouse (1924) at Second 
and Joliet Streets occupies a quarter of the block with its monumental three-story form, 
obviously designed under the influence of the regularized, multi-windowed, commercial 
buildings of Chicago. 

LaSalle and its visitors supported approximately a half-dozen hotels and boarding houses 
during the last half of the century — including the Hotel Harrisson, Commercial Hotel and 
LaSalle House — all of which were located on First Street, west of Marquette Street.  The last 
one built here was the Kaskaskia Hotel (1913-15) on Marquette Street, north of Second Street; 
it is also the only lodging facility still in operation today.  At five stories, it is the tallest 
structure in the city, built of red brick with white wood trim of late Italianate/Colonial 
Revival derivation. 

There was little commercial development in LaSalle from the 1930s onward, a decline probably 
related to the closing of the Illinois and Michigan Canal in 1933, in addition to other factors. 
The city witnessed its first population decrease, from 13,149 in 1930 to 12,812 in 1940.  With the 
end of Prohibition in 1933, however, saloons no longer operated under the euphemism of "soft 
drink" vendors, and these and related gambling concerns flourished. 

Although illegal, gambling proliferated in LaSalle, supporting the abundant and related 
tobacco, liquor, food and lodging businesses.  Travelers arrived by car or via the Rock Island 
Rocket from Chicago for a Saturday night's revelry in such numbers that the streets of LaSalle 
are said to have been standing-room only.  There was wall-to-wall entertainment along First 
Street, at the core of which was the 500 block and the Kelly and Cawley liquor/gambling 
house (No. 641).  LaSalle, the "Little Reno of Illinois, "boasted clubs such as Tinny's Silver 
Congo Lounge, the Gay Mill, the Cotton Club and Club 359, and attracted big-name 
performers like Donald O'Connor.  With between sixty and eighty saloons in LaSalle from 1940 
to 1950, this continued to be the town's primary commercial enterprise, as it had been during 
the nineteenth century. 

After World War II attention turned to domestic matters, and various local parties joined 
forces to eradicate the "victimless crime" of gambling. Tom Cawley himself testified in 1950 
at a Chicago hearing intended to confirm the link between gambling and organized crime, one 
of a series of testimonies spearheaded by U.S. Senator Estes Kefauver (Tenn.) who chaired the 
U.S. Senate Special Committee to Investigate Crime in Interstate Commerce. Cawley, unlike 
other subpoenaed "witnesses" who refused to speak for fear of self- incrimination, honestly 
divulged the gaming practices in LaSalle.  This media event, coupled with the election of an 
ardent, do-gooder LaSalle County Sheriff in 1952, led not only to Cawley's demise that same 
year, but also to the eventual shutdown of most of LaSalle's similar entertainment halls. 

The commercial sector of LaSalle has since been in a decline and the historic architectural 
flavor of the downtown core subsequently lost.  After the turn of the century, arcuated brick 
facades and metal storefronts were reclad with plain yellow or dark brick.  A steadily rising 
vacancy rate began, one that has escalated in recent decades.  During the 1950s and '60s, many 
buildings were further altered with incompatible materials: aluminum sidings and facade 
finishes, enameled metal panels, and synthetic simulations of stone and brick.   Other 
structures were removed completely, only to be replaced with poorly scaled and designed 
one-story commercial buildings.  This trend continued into the 1970s and '80s, with even 
more buildings being razed to accommodate parking lots and new intrusive structures that do 
not blend with what remains of late nineteenth-century LaSalle.  Ironically, because the 
downtown never expanded much beyond its original plan — abetted by a general 
twentieth-century decline and the construction of a 1970s shopping mall four miles away 
along the interstate — the oldest and grandest core of the city has been the most obliterated. 
Currently, the integrity of well over half of the town's historic structures has been lost, or the 
building has been removed entirely. 
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BUSINESSES IN LASALLE   -   1858-1960 

TOWN OF LASALLE 
HABSNo. IL-313 
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BUSINESSES 1858-59 1876 1885 1905 1920 1930 1940 1951 1960 

Saloon 15 40 33 59 52 20 66 76 59 

Grocery 19 23 23 38 39 63 43 48 27 

Dry Goods 3 10 7 7 6 5 2 - - 

Dept. Store/5&10 - - - - - 7 8 6 6 

Boots & Shoes 9 10 9 10 - - - _ - 

Butcher 6 7 14 12 15 22 17 - - 

Lodging* 13 18 7 5 7 8 5 5 5 

Contractor** - 8 - 26 24 26 24 22 25 

Confectioner 4 5 4 10 11 13 7 6 4 

Theater - - - 2 3 3 2 3 2 

Doctor/Physician - 8 9 17 17 21 20 17 17 

Automobile:  Dealer - - - - 8 10 9 11 9 

Service Sta./Gas - - - - - 32 46 33 31 

NOTE: The merchants included in these figures were located both inside and outside the 
HABS/HAER survey area and therefore do not reflect directly the downtown commercial 
makeup. This tabulation of the types of merchants in LaSalle is also approximate, based on 
city directory listings, and should be used only to glean a general idea of the proportion of 
one business type to another. The categories of businesses that appear, change and disappear 
over time are represented, with some explanation. 

* Lodgings:  the earliest two listings include boarding houses, in which many laborers and 
miners lived; as the number of private homes increased toward the 20th century, only hotels 
are reflected in the tabulations. 

** Contractors include men engaged in the profession of painting, carpentry, cement, 
roofing and plastering. 
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Grey- All pre-1940 buildings   surveyed 
Black-   All  buildings  surveyed 
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PART II. INVENTORY/SURVEY 
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TOWN OF LASALLE 
HABS No. IL-313 
(page 338) 

PART in. SOURCES OF INFORMATION /SURVEY METHODOLOGY 

Planning: 

The survey area is composed of the downtown core of LaSalle, primarily the First Street 
commercial strip which is located along the north side of the Illinois and Michigan Canal. It 
is bounded on the west by the east side of Bucklin Street and extends east to include both 
sides of First Street up to Crosat Street.  Between Bucklin and Joliet Streets, the survey area 
extends between the south side of First Street to the north side of Third Street; between Joliet 
and Hennepin, the survey area is contained between First and Second Streets. The survey as a 
whole was composed of the oldest commercial and residential areas of LaSalle, as they were 
established north of the Illinois and Michigan Canal from the 1840s onward; a total of 166 
structures was cataloged. 

Research: 

Research was conducted to establish dates of construction and histories of each structure 
based primarily on published sources (see general bibliography). The public libraries in 
LaSalle and Peru provided most of the resources for historical background on LaSalle. These 
include city directories from 1858-59,1876 and 1885-86, which list the names of merchants 
and their business type, but do not identify specific addresses. The later directories, a 
smattering from the first two decades of the twentieth century and at least three per decade 
thereafter, are more specifically useful in tracking a sequence of occupancy; most of the city 
directories are located in LaSalle Public Library. Two locally produced histories of LaSalle 
County provide general and unsubstantiated accounts of early development, prominent 
families and industrial development associated with the canal.  In addition, a special 
seventy-fifth anniversary edition of the LaSalle Daily News-Tribune (July 1927) provides a 
plethora of informative articles, advertisements and photographs that highlight to a great 
extent the business community and, to a minor degree, residential activities. 

Sanborn Fire Insurance Maps provided the bulk of survey information used to date the ' 
buildings.  These were obtained from the Library of Congress fQr the years 1888, 1892, 1898, 
1906,1911 and 1926.  In addition, Sanborn Maps often reveal data on the materials, dimensions 
and decorative features of each structure. 

City and county records were either unavailable or time did not permit their extensive use. 
The legal description and owner of each property were obtained from the County Tax 
Assessor's office in Ottawa.  Property tax records for the city of LaSalle exist in an unindexed 
ledger in City Hall. Other city records and non-municipality documents have apparently been 
removed to the Illinois Regional Archives, part of Northern Illinois University in DeKalb, but 
this library was unable to locate them. 

Additional secondary and visual evidence for chronicling the evolution of the LaSalle survey 
area was obtained from a variety of sources.   An 1895 bird's-eye view of LaSalle is in the 
possession of local attorney J. Paul Aplington.  Another area resident, Phil Klabel, is a local 
history buff who has amassed a sizeable collection of antique postcards and photographs that 
depict LaSalle, Peru, Marseilles, Ottawa and other towns in the county; these proved 
extremely useful, and he happily shared his collection with the survey team. Other sources 
included the National Register of Historic Places nomination form for the City Hall building 
and newsletters published by local banks over the years, as well as on the occasion of their 
100th and 150th anniversaries. 

Fieldwork: 

Two surveyors were assigned to LaSalle and proceeded according to the methodology outlined 
above.  A total of 166 structures were surveyed, approximately 75 percent commercial, 25 
percent residential.  Some seventy-seven of these were found to predate 1888.  The results 
appear in Table 3-3. 
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Finally, the buildings were evaluated and categorized according to the methodology above. 

TABLE 3-3 

LASALLE SURVEY RESULTS 

Dates of Construction of Surveyed Buildings 

Date Commercial    Residential        Public        Religious      Industrial 

1 Pre-18 8 8 62 14 

1888-1900 9 10 

1901-1920 16 8 

1921-1940 28 2 

Post-1940 11 — 

Totals 127 34 

Buildings Surveyed:  166 
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